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FOREWORD 


QNE OF tiie major problems confronting the leaden of our Nation 
today is the acute ahortag# of competent manpower. " This 
problem is recognized m government, buaineee, industry and educa- 
. 11 motivated professional groups as weU as business and 
industry to develop mcenUve programs that have as their aim the 
proper training and eventual Recruitment of high school and college 
graduates. For school administrators this problem has brought into 

youth- f<>CU8 tW ° ““P 011 * 01, ob i ective8 with relation to American 

1. Enoouraging youth to plan and follow with suoons educations] Drocrams 

,uUMt on “ d •*- 

a - rt,oh rep ~°“ • -*“■ 

The first of these objectives points to secondary school program and 
te adequate guidance services. It was the second need which 
prompted superintendents of schools in cities of over 200,000 popula- 
tion to request the Commissioner of Education to plan work oon- 
terences which might lead to a constructive approach to the problem. 

wo work conferences were held— the first in January 1060, and the 
second in February 1951. 

Though many promising avenues of approach were agreed upon by 
e conference participants, it became apparent that a uniform 
system of pupil accounting would become imperative to a nationwide 
study. Such a system was developed during the second* work con- 
errace. It became the basis of a. four-year study of school dropouts 

m 14 large city school systems, beginning with the ninth-grade class of 
September 1951. 
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V* FOREWORD 

The study, which is reported ip this bulletin classifies students ac- 
cording^© sex and reason for dropout. It provides comparisonT-of-^ 
school holding power during grades 9, 10, 11, and 12. 

Although this report, in the main, restricts itself to those significant 
findings that throw light upon the problem of pupil dropout, it is 
hoped that the report will encourage independent research of greater 
magnitude by school systems and individual schools, The report 
attempts to insure clarity through the use of simple tables and graphs. 
However, the statistics do not reffect the involved and complex 
operations that were necessary to gather and process the facts; 

Twenty-two cities cooperated in various phases of the study over a 
period of four years. This type of cooperation by the Office of 
Education and .these large cities is unique m the history of the Office of 
Education and shows awareness and interest in a major educational 
problem. 

E. GCenn Featherston j. Dan Huh/ 

Acting Assistant Commissioner Director 

Division of Instruction, Organisation j 

State and Local and Services Branch ! 

School Systems / ♦ ' 
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Retention in High Schools In Larse Cities 

*- , t. * ' . . 

INTRODUCTION! 


; : — : — : — ^ — < — 

THIS STUDY of School Holding Power is baaed upon a system of 

pupil accounting which was .started with the beginning ninth*grade 
class of September 1951 . The study follows this class through a four- 
year period and accounts for all pupils who bad entered or who had 
left the study group for any one of many reasons including transfer. 

.The forms developed for use in the participating school systems 
divide all pupils removed from the study group into two m»in cate- 
f gories— Involuntary Withdrawals and Voluntary Withdrawals. In- 
voluntary Withdrawals include pupils who drop out for masons over 
which a school presumably has little or no control, whereas Voluntary 
Withdrawals include pupils who drop out for reasons over which a ' 
school presumably has considerable oontrol. 

Although transfers to other schools or other school systems aro not 
considered dropouts, such transfers purposely are classified as In- 
voluntary Withdrawals. This method simplified reporting and makes 
certain that all pupils are accounted for in a-uniform manner. The 
amount of such transferring among schools is important in itself. All 
pupils transferred into or out of th^ study group are taken into con- 
sideration when establishing a bad figure (true class membership). 
This base is used in calculating the dropout rate. 

The main purpose of this study originally was to determine ac- 
curately, by means of a uniform system of pQpil accounting, the 
extent of, and the. reasons for, pupil dropout. However, the study 

1 


* 


1 


J RETENTION |N HIGH SCHOOLS IN LARGE CITIES 

also reveals the degree of mobility among the student body that was 
studied. The facts emphasize not only that the study group was 
fluid but that the size of the group was affected considerably by factors 
other than dropout. This has reference particularly to the increase or 
decrease in enrollment from one year to the next, due to transfer. 

In computing both types of holding power, \s defined above, for a 
school or school system over a four-year period, it becomes necessary 
first to determine the holding power for each year during that period. 
This is based upon class membership during a given year and pupil 
dropouts during the same year. The holding power then is de- ; 
termined by applying consecutively the holding power for each of the 
four years. This eliminates the effects of extraneous factors such as 
acceleration, retardation, and transfers in or out of a school system. 

Complete data were available on 14 of these cities and it is on these 
data that the tables and charts are based. For most purposes the data 
are divided into two groups of cities. These cities, divided into the 
two groups, are: Group A (Population 200,000 to 1,000,000)— Cin- 
cinnati, Columbus, Indianapolis, Louisville, Minneapolis, Newark 
- Omaha, Pittsburgh, San Diego, San Francisco, and Youngstown- 
Group B (Population over l,000,000)-Chicago, New York, and 
Philadelphia. 

. The terms Involuntary Withdrawals and Voluntary Withdrawals 
are basic to the tmders tending of holding power and true holding 
. power. Involuntary Withdrawals and Voluntary Withdrawals were 
defined by the conferences which set up this cooperative study. In- 
voluntary Withdrawals were defined as those over which the schools 
were presumed not to have control. They were: (1) Left school- 
whereabouts not known; (2) excused— physical disability; (3) ex- 
cused, uneducable; (4) drafted into the Armed Forces; (5) deceased; 

(6) institutionalized, and others in like categories. Voluntary With- 
drawals were defined as those withdrawals over which the school 
presumably has sc foe control. These were: (1 ) Entered employment; 

(2) needed at home; (3) enlisted in the Armed Forces; (4) married; (5) 
droptfed, not employed nor needed at home; (0) inability to adjust, and 
those in a like category. True holding power is defined as retention 
based on Voluntary* Withdrawal* alone, whereas holding power, 
without the adjective, is defined as retention based on the total of 
Involuntary and Voluntary Withdrawals. * 
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ACTUAL CLASS MEMBERSHIP DURING THE FOUR YEARS OF ‘ 

THE STUDY 

«. 

% * • > 

INTERPRETATION 

1. Chart I, showing actual class membership during' the 4 years of 

the study, emphasixes-rthe importance of factors other than 
dropout in computing school hdlding power. These factors 
include transfers in or out of a school system, retardation, ac- 
celeration, and reentry after dropout. 

2. The net effect of factors other than dropout is shown graphically 

for the second, third, and fourth years of the study by a vertical 
rise or drop (Chart I) at the beginning of each year. The plot ting 
of a similar gain or loss for the first year was impossible because 
of the manner in which first-year memberships were reported. 

3. Croup A cities follow a consistent pattern of net gain in member- 

ship due to factors other than dropout. These gains are 1,590, 
276, and 361 pupils respectively. Group B cities show a mixed 
. pattern, with a relatively large gain of 7,616 pupils during the 
second year of the study and losses of 1,080 and 2,012 pupils 
during the third and fourth years. 

4. The vertical drop shown at the end of the fourth year of the study 

represents a residue of pupils not graduating but remaining in 
school (retardation). A similar group of pupils was absorbed 
by the study group during the previous year. 

5. Chart I points to a serious error that would be made in computing 

school holding power by comparing the number of pupils at 
the beginning of the study with the number in school just prior 
to graduation four years later. 


HOLDING POWER 


As indicated previously, holding power in high schools cannot be 
calculated directly by noting the membership at the beginning of 
the 9th grade and at the end of the 12th grade. Such a method is 
erroneous for use in any school district or city. Even when used with 
States, it woujd be questionable. The calculation of holding power 
may be divided into steps. The first step is essentially the calculation 
of the percentage for each year and the second step is the correction 
of these figures for the varying populations in each year. How and 
why this is done will become apparent. 

4SSSM O— ST 1 



RETENTION IN HIGH SCHOOLS IN LARGE CITIES 

ACTUM. MEMBERSHIP DURING THE FOUR YEARS 
OF THIS STUDY 



CHART I 
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PUPIL WITHDRAWALS BY GRADL 


CLASS 'A' CITIES CLASS 'B' CITIES 




CHART II 
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' PUPIL WITHDRAWAL BY GRADES 

Fint Sttp 

+ 4 

The first step for calculating the holding power of the two groups 
of cities— Group A (cities from 200,000 to 1,000,000 in population) 
and Group B (cities of 1,000,000) — is shown in Chart II. The per- 
centages for Involuntary and Voluntary are obtained by using the 
number of such withdrawals and dividing by the true membership, 
the latter term meaning the membership of any grade minus the 
transfers. These true or base memberships for each year appear 
in the Appendix under items A-T-I, A-T-II, A-T-III, and A-T-IV. 


Year of study 

Group A elites 

Orouj^P elites 

Involun- 
tary With- 
drawals 

Voluntary 

With- 

drawals 

Trus 

Mambarship 

Involun- 
tary With- 
drawals 

Voluntary 

With- 

drawals 

True 

Memherahlp 

1. The data: 







First 

880 

1,623 

34,593 

2,246 

4, 622 

102,802 

Second 

1, 382 

3, 280 

33,680 

8,334 

15, 934 

103,550 

Third 

589 

3,348 

29, 294 

1,576 

13,012 

83, 202 

Fourth 

322 

2,065 

25,718 

582 

7, 813 

66,602 


• Involuntary Withdrawals 


2. Calculations: 

First 

Second 

Third 

Fourth.'. . . 


iVJjJ 

( 880X100) + 34.593= 2. 5 
(1, 382 X 100) + 33, 680=4. 1 
( 589X100) + 29, 294 = 2.0 
( 322X100) + 25, 718= 1.3 


Araal 

(2, 246X100) + 102, 802 = 2. 2 
(3, 334X100) + 103, 550= 3. 2 
(1 576X100)+ 83,202=1.9 
( 582X100)+ 66, 602= 0 9 


First 

Second 

Third 

Fourth 


Voluntary Withdrawals 


Ptrttnl 

(1,623X100) -4- 34, 593= 4.7 
(3, 280X100) 33, 680= 9.7 
(3, 848 X 100) -*-29, 294 = 11. 4 
(2, 065X100) -*-25, 718 = 8.0 


( 4, 622 X 100) + 102, 802= 4.5 
(15, 934X 100) - 4 - 108,550= i6.4 
(13,012X100)-*- 88,202-15.6 
( 7,818X100)-*- 66,002-14.7 


Total Voluntary and Involuntary Withdrawals 1 


First 

Second 

Third 

Fourth 


(2, 503X100) +34, 593- 7.2 
(4, 662 X 100) +33, 680= 18. 8 
(8, 937 X 100) +29, 294 = 13. 4 
(2, 387X100) +25, 718- 9.8 


( 6, 868X100) +102, 802- 6.7 
( 19,268 X 100)+ 108,550- 18.6 
(14,588X100)+ 88,202-17.5 
( 8,395X100)+ 56,602— 12.6 


Thaw tfco be obUlo*d dlraetty by 


tbr 
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Second Step 


The second step is to find the withdrawal for all f^ir years, for the 
voluntary withdrawals and for the total withdrawals. To do this 
it is necessary to use a new base each year since the base becomes 
smaller year by year. The new base for each year is the base of the 
year before minus the total withdrawals for that year. This calcu- 
lation is outlined below. Chart III shows graphically the results. 


Year 


End of— 
First. 


8econd. 
Third.. 
Fourth . 


End of — 
First. 


Seoond 

V Third 

Fourths 


Voluntary Withdrawal* only 


Group a rule* 


100X 4. 7 

'00 jjj «t 3 

. B-IX U . 
M -3 8 ft 1 

M. 

100 u 

77 0 _wjx_* 0 _ 

100 


Oroap B dilet 


Ptrttni 

inft 100X 4.5 
1°°-— ^ 9S. 5 

95. 5 - 9 -^^- 4 .8 ,1 

100 

. 75c 9X15. 6 
811 698 

69 . 3 -®?^lii- 7 =62 .o 

100 


Total— Involuntary and Voluntary Withdrawals 


. 100X 7. 2 


>00 

oio-^^-'-aro 

80. OX 13. 4 

“ 0 — 00 . , 

<«. , 

100 


dt 


Ptrttni 

1AA 100 X 6. 7 

100 - = 93. 3 

100 

IS 

, lt _61*XliO 
100 
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SHOWING OECREASE IN MEMBERSHIP DURING FOUR - YEAR-'PERIOD 
DUE TO INVOLUNTARY AND VOLUNTARY WITHDRAWALS 



CHART III 
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HOLDING POWER, BY BOYS AND GIRLS 


The percentages of boys and girls remaining in school at the end 
of each year of high school in each of the two groups of cities are as 
follows. These percentages were obtained in the same manner as 
those obtained on the previous page, except that the base populations 
are different in this case for boys and for girls. , 


( 

Y ear 

Oroup A dtfet 

Oroup B dttes 


Bon 

Olrb 

Bon 

ntrb 

End of — 

Ptr oral 

Pit ml 

Prrenl 

Prrcnt 

First 

91.' 9 

98. 7 

92 0 

94. 8 

Second . _ _ 

78. 0 

82. 0 

72 1 

80. 2 

Third Ji 

Fourth 

66 9 

.71. 6 

67. 9 

68. 0 

60. 2 

66. 4 

49. 6 

60. 7 


These percentages show that boys leave school before the end ol 
high school at a substantially higher rate than girls and the trend is 
proportionately greater in the larger cities— Group B. 


VARIATIONS IN RETENTION AMONG INDIVIDUAL CITIES 


The variations in retention rates among cities run as high" as 89 
percent and as low as 45 percent. These variations are not caused 
by variations in the compulsory school laws because such laws are 
very nearly the same in all the States concerned. The possible causes 
of these variations are thought to lie in the (a) enforcement of the^ 
compulsory school laws and leniency in providing work permits; 
(b) appeal of the school programs— both the curriculum and the 
guidance program ; or (c) the type of population ; or any combination 
of these factors. 


PUPIL MOBILITY 

The mobility of the present-day secondary school population is 
evidenced by the movement of pupils between school systems, be* 
tweencschools within a school system, and between grades within a 
given sbhool. Further evidence of this mobility is the number of 
graduates who, during the 4-year period of the study, attended school 


ERjt 
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m r 

in two or more school systems or two or more schools in the same 
system. The data pertaining to mobility follow: 


Group A Cihtt 

True membership, 1st year 

Graduates, dose of 4th year. 


oh* 

17, M3 17,060 HMW 

10,761 11,413 22,173 


1. 21,939 pupil transfers were reported between school systems or 

between schools within a school system or they represent move- 
ment in or out of the study group due to retardation, accele- 
ration, or reentry after dropout. This number represents 
63 percent of the first year membership; it is equal approxi- 
mately to the number of pupils in the graduating class at the 
close of the 4-year period of study 
Of Out 1,999: 

2. 3,611 represent pupils who remained in the study group while 

transferring between schools within the same public school 
system. 

3. 5,792 represent pupils who were removed from the study group 

because of transfer to other school systems, public or private. 

4. 7,839 represent pupils who were entered in the study group after 

the initial ninth-grade enrollment through transfer from other 
school systems, public or private. 

5. 1,567' represent pupils who were entered in the study group 

after the initial ninth -grade enrollment through retardation 
or acceleration. 

6. 1,064 represent pupils who were entered in the study group after 

previous dropout in the same school. 

7. 2,166 1 represent pupils who were removed from the study group 

because of retardation or acceleration. 

8. 9,413 graduates, representing 42.5 percent of the graduating 

\ attended school in two or more school systems durimr 

the 4-year period. 

9 10 ’ 703 graduates, representing 48.2 percent of the graduating 
attended two or more schools during the 4-year period. 
10. With relation to mobility, boys outnumbered girls 6 to 5 in all 
categories but one. The exception is the movement of pupils 
in or out of the study group through acceleration. In this 
group girls outnumbered boys 3 to 2. 
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Group B Cilitt 

t 

True membership, 1st year. ‘ 

Graduates, close of 4th year 


E*r* OtrU TtUl 

53 , 355 49 , 445 102 , 802 

23 , 993 26 , 913 50 , 905 


1. 59,889 pupil transfers were reported between school systems or 
between schools within i school system or they represent move- 
ment in or out of j^ie study group due to retardation, accele- 
ration or reentry after dropout. This number represents 58 
percent of the first year membership; it is equal approximately 
to the number of pupils in the graduating class at the close of 
the 4-year period of the study. 

Of the 59,889: 


2. 24,075 represent pupils who remained in the study grotip while 
transferring between schools within the same public school 
system. 


3. 


4. 

5. 

6 . 

7. 


8 . 

9. 


12,740 represent pupils who were removed from the study group 
because of transfer to other school systems, public or private. 

23’, 074 represent pupils whose status changed because: 

(a) They entered the study group after the initial ninth- 
grade enrollment through transfer from other school 
systems, public or private. 

(b) They entered the study group after the initial ninth- 
grade enrollment through retardation or acceleration. 

(c) They entered the study group after previous dropout 
in the same school. 

(d) They were removed from the study group because of 
retardation or acceleration. 

(N ote: A numerical breakdown of these four items, similar 
to that for Group A cities, was not available.) - 
6,848 graduates, representing 20 percent of the graduation class 
in one city,* attended school in two or more school systems 
during the 4-year period. 

13,103 graduates, representing 38 percent of the graduation class 
ip one city,* attended two or more schools during the 4-year 
period. 


10. With relation to mobility, boys outnumbered girls to 5 in all 
categories combined. 


* Tfch tafcn&aUoo net •▼nibble Inm other Oroup B cttho. 
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INVOLUWTAJIT WITHDRAWAL* f!UMT>nm |g 

INVOLUNTARY WITHDRAWALS CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO 
GRADE, SEX, AND REASONS FOR WITHDRAWAL 

interpretation of TABU I 

Of the 62,608 withdrawals reported by the 14 cities in the study, 
10,911 or 17.4 percent were classified as Involuntary. These with- 
drawals, by definition, were considered to be the result of conditions 
over which a school has little or no control. 

Oj the 10 fill Involuntary Withdrawal* : 

ft 0 m 

I 2,461, or 22.6 percent at the Involuntary Withdrawal* represent families 
or individual* who moved out of their communities without leaving a 
forwarding addraaa. 

4 2,460, or 21.7 peroeot were the result of physical disabilities. Two out 

of every three of these withdrawal* were girt*, suggesting the need of 
study 1 and, perhaps, a different approach to a social problem that h 
the responsibility of other agencies a* well a* the school. 

ft 182, or 1.7 percent were considered u Deductable, with no significant differ- 
ence between boys and girts. / 

6 181, or 1.7 percent were drafted in to (the Armed Forces. Three with- 

drawals reflect considerable retardation. 

7 126, or 1.2 percent died. In this classification, boys outnumbered girl* 

2 to 1. 

8 1,266 or 11.6 percent were committed to eorreetional institution*. Boy* 

outnumbered girls slightly mors than 2 to 1. 

® 2,226, or 29.6 percent rspreesnt miscellaneous eases that did not meet the 

definition of n laaa tfl c a tion s 2 through 8. Girls outnumbered boys by 
668. Close anam in a tion of the reports indicates that mm eiti— ebove 
ct a s e tfleatlon 9 rather than classification 4 for certain physical disabil- 
ities among girts. 
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VOLUNTARY WITHDRAWALS CLAS8ITTKD 15 

VOLUNTARY WITHDRAWALS CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO 
GRADE, SEX, AND REASONS FOR WITHDRAWAL 

interpretation of TABU II 

tK the 02,608 withdrawals, reported by the 14 cities in the study, 
51,097, or 82 6 percent, were classified as Voluntary Withdrawals 
Those withdrawals, by definition, were considered to be ones over 
which a school generally has considerable control 

Of 0*51,697 Voluntary Withdrawal*: 

lum w 

11 28,198, or M 5 perw-nt, **nl*rod verified emPtoyment Boys outnum- 

bered a iris almost 2 to 1, with 40 percent of ail withdrawals in this 
classification occurring in grade 10 

12 1,611, or 3 1 percent, were needed at home Girls outnumbered boys 

about 2 to 1. 

13 1,701, or 3 3 percent, enlisted in the Armed Forces, with Increasing fre- 

quency from grsdg 9 through grade 12 Group B ciUro (o>er 
1,000,000), harinjf an overall membership of about three times that 
of Group A cil ief, accounted for only M percent of three withdrawals 

14 2.157, or 4.1 percent, withdrew because of marriage Only 77 of throe 

were boys. 

15 8,728, or 19 9 percent, withdrew because of lack of interest in school 

Boys outnumbered girls about 5 to 3. 

1« 3,893, or 7.5 percent, withdrew or were forced to withdraw because of 

Inability to adjust Boys outnumbered girls more than 2 to 1 

17 5,409, or 10 4 percent, withdrew for various reasons that did not meet 

the definitions of classifications 1 1 through 16 


SUMMARY 

THC FACTS 

1 . The retention rates for these cities show that such rstes have 
either been increased substantially recently or have usually been 
underestimated, since the usual holding power of high schools 
has been considered to be less than 50 percent. This indicates 
that schools are probably bolding more and more students 
through high school, continuing the longtime trend in this regard 
in American education. It is assumed that this trend is a good 
one. In the past, this increasing attendance at school in the 
higher grades and agencies has come about partly because of 
the greater number of compulsory school regulations. At present, 
moat students remain in school until they can be released legally. 
For this reason, further increase in retention rates will largely 
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have to come from improvements in the school program which 
would better satisfy the requirements and characteristics of 
our present type of dropouts. 

2. The usual method of determining holding power in high school, 

i. e., 'comparing graduates with the membership in the entering 
class, is quite an inaccurate method fo^a school distinct or city. 
The method here described takes into account the varying 
local conditions which influence the enrollment such as the 
transfer of students between the public and the private schools 
and the varying labor market. 

3. The other important facts shown in this study are: (o) The 

retention of girls is higher than that for boys; (6) entering veri- 
fied employment came high as a reason for leaving school early; 
(c) there is a tremendous amount of transfer of students among 
the public schools of the city, and from and to private schools, 
and to and from other cities, and (d) the largest number of 
dropouts occurred at around the 10th grade. 


ANALYSIS 


The problem of retention is a problem only in the fact that pupils 
do not finish high school. It is not a particular problem that youth 
do not attend school long enough. Actually, dropouts stay in school, 
in dumber of years, almost as long as high school graduates. The 
problem rif retention, therefore, becomes either (o) to see that they 
are not retarded so much and they thus get the benefit of a high 
school education before they attain an age when they can leave 
school, either with or without work permits, or ( b ) an attraction 
must be set up to induce them to remain in school past this age of 

£ leaving. In any case, there is an attraction away from school, 
attraction is so strong with some that they leave school before 
can do so legally. However, the data indicate that the majority 
of 1 the school leaving is done under compulsory schooling and work- 
penmt laws. This pullaway from school may, because of these 
factors, indicate (s) actual economic need of the student and/or of 
his family, or (6) the lack of adaptation of the school to the student,, 
resulting in school failure and/or disinterest in school because of 
no apparent relation of the program to his own needs and characteris- 
tics. The great amount of transfer as between schools causes dis- 
ruption in schooling plans. The school-leaving problem is greatest 
at around the 10th grade level. It is true that this is in part because 
of the fact that the compulsory school age oipes to an end for many 
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student* in that grade. But it happens tiyit in this grade (the 10th) 
the choices of the curriculum and the individual subjects within 
the curriculum become acute. Since it is known from a number of 
studies that a substantial portion of early school leavers are of better 
than average intelligence, it means that the intellectual potentiality 
. and therefore also the manpower potentiality of the schools of the 
country is not being used. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Many suggestions for the improvement of secondary education 
are current. Those which seem to havtf the greatest support from 
the facts and analysis presented above are: 

1 . For some pupils in high school the problem is financial' need in 

the home. This is difficult to solve since it is a problem which 
impinges on our whole economic life. Scholarships and reducing 
, the actual expenses in schools would be of some help. 

2. The curriculum- of the high school needs to offer curriculum se- 

quences adapted to the characteristics of the students beginning 
with the 9th or 10th grade. The present curriculum seems 
better adapted to girls than to boys. 

3. Tfoere is need for a concentrated guidance attack at the ninth- 

grade level (1) to give students a view of the educational nd 
occupational world; (2) to help in the analysis of each individual 
in relation to his potentialities so that, aw "ling the school 
offers suitable curriculums, he can be aided in choosing and 
entering them. Through this process more students will stay 
in school until graduation and become assets to our country 
as well as to themselves. 

4. The great amount of transfer between schools indicates that, at 

least in each city, the hisph schools — except for special trade 
schools should all offer ^unilar curricular sequences and sub- 
ject offerings. This would alleviate the difficulty of adjusting 
to a new curriculum when transferring. It is possible that 
f the confusion resulting in trying to make an adjustment to a new 
school may be one of the major factors in the school-leaving 
problem. 
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